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Q.2. Make a comparative analysis of the concept of Sunyata in the Madhyamaka school and Yogacara school.

Introduction
The Madhyamaka and Yogacara schools are the two main schools which developed within the Mahayana tradition of Buddhism.  They hold differing views on the concept on emptiness, or Sunyata. As Garfield and Westerhoff (2015) ask in the introduction to their book Madhyamaka and Yogacara: Allies or Rivals, “Are the philosophical positions of the Madhyamaka and Yogacara schools consistent with one another, or do they represent irreconcilable visions of the fundamental nature of reality?” (p.1). In this essay, I will outline the Madhyamaka and Yogacara teachings with particular reference to that of emptiness and then discuss where they diverge and where they share some common ground - whether they are totally different philosophies or just different ways of saying the same thing. 

The Mahayana Tradition and the Madhyamaka School
The Madhyamaka school was founded by Nagarjuna (150-250 CE) a south Indian monk, philosopher and mystic who lived around 150-250 CE (Harvey p. 115) and developed in the form of commentaries on his work and his philosophical approach (Arnold, n.d.). It was not a school in the sense of a separate institution or monastic sangha - more a philosophical tradition, as was the Mahayana movement from which it developed. (Gethin, 1998, p.258). ‘Madhyamaka’ means ‘middle way’ and indicates the philosophical stance taken by both the Madhyamaka and the Mahayana i.e. that the Buddha’s teaching on the subject not only related to avoiding the extremes of luxury and strict asceticism but also the middle way between eternalism and nihilism. These teachings are expressed in the main texts attributed to Nagarjuna - the Mulamadhyamakakarikas (MMK, “Verses on the Firmly Fixed Middle Way”) and the Vigrahavyavartanī (VV, ‘Turning Back Objections’), the MMK having a more prominent place as the school’s foundational document (Harvey, 2013 p.115). In turn they are based on the Prajnaparamita (‘Perfection of Wisdom’ literature) or a collection of Mahayana sutras which Nagarjuna further interpreted to support his teachings on ‘emptiness’, or the “doctrine of universal emptiness of inherent natures (svabhava-sunyata) (which) is the hallmark of the (Madhyamaka) school.” (Hayes, 2023).

The Mahayana movement, which emerged sometime between 150 BCE and 100 CE, attempted to clarify and develop the ontological status of Nirvana and the philosophy of emptiness and they considered their teachings (sutras) on this and other aspects of the Buddhist Path as the “second ‘turning of the Dharma wheel’, providing a deeper level of teaching than the early Suttas” (Harvey, 2013, p.109). Nagarjuna and his later followers emphasised and expanded the teachings on emptiness, or ‘non-self’ to include not just persons and things, but also dharmas or the ‘laws of nature’ -the basic patters or processes that make up the flow of mental and physical phenomena (p.90) - and ultimately Nirvana. But how and why did this come about?

First, there is the doctrine of two truths, present in various Buddhist traditions but a particular feature of the Madhyamaka. This describes one level of understanding of the world as it is experienced in everyday life - conventional truth - and another, or ultimate truth, conducive to reaching Nirvana i.e. the absence of attachment, aversion and delusion. Everyday language expresses conventional truth, but ultimate truth is “beyond the reach of language and of the conceptualization that makes language possible.” (Hayes, 2013, #1).

Second, there is the fundamental Buddhist teaching of dependent arising, also referred to as conditioned arising or dependent origination – the notion that things exist only in relation to other things. In its abstract form it is written as, “That being, this comes to be; from the arising of that, this arises; that being absent, this is not; from the cessation of that, this ceases (S.ii.28)” (Harvey, 2013, p.65). In other words, there is a chain of mutual causality or interdependence, or “‘conditioned by’ a certain phenomenon a certain other phenomenon comes into being.” (Gethin, 1998, p.153). 

Traditionally, there are 12 links in this chain circling back on each other representing the stages of life, death and rebirth – samsara - and the karma -the good or bad will - that is generated within it. It is “intended to reveal the actual pattern and structure of causality.” (Gethin, 1998, p.153). This 12-fold structure can be applied not only to the cycle of life, death and rebirth but to individual moments with events and things continuously coming into and out of being -repeated ‘births’ and ‘deaths’ that occur within of our lifetimes and into the next.  It points to a fluid, dynamic process and emphasises the impermanence of a ‘reality’ that is constantly changing. (p.155). 

This relates to the idea of the ‘middle way’ in that something that is constantly changing cannot be permanent, thus refuting eternalism, but in giving rise to something else it does not, strictly speaking, cease to exist in the sense in the conventional sense, or that implied by annihilationism. For example, in terms of the life of a person and their fate after death, dependent arising can be seen as avoiding these two extremes as one life comes to an end, another starts, carrying the karmic seeds of the previous life cycle. (Harvey, 2013, p.72). This indicates there is also “continuity and identity in the process of change” which denies annihilationism and does explain how the illusion of permanence arises, but if this identity is misunderstood, we might “fall into the trap of eternalism.” (Gethin, 1998, p.156). Shantideva, an 8th century Buddhist monk and adherent of Madhyamaka philosophy, wrote:
“That which arises dependent on something 
Is not the least that thing,
Neither is it different from it,
Therefore it is neither permanent nor nothing.” 
(Ricard and Trinh, 2001, p.77 quoting from MMK)

The concept of emptiness, or ‘no self’ thus derives from this notion of dependent arising. A person, as we perceive them is made up of bundles of constantly changing properties. We know from a scientific perspective that the cells that make up our bodies are constantly renewed and change over our lifetimes, but also that from a psychological perspective, we are comprised of ever-changing sensations, perceptions and thoughts which may lead to actions and thus consequences. In Buddhism these are referred to as the five aggregates or skandha. These are: (i) bodily phenomenon which comprise our five physical senses along the physical world or ‘form’, which interact with each other to form experiences; these give rise to mental activity which include (ii) feelings plus (iii) analysing and sorting the information received and experiences undergone. There are also (iv) volitional activities or ‘formations’ e.g. desires which may lead to actions, and (v) self-consciousness or an awareness of our various thoughts and perceptions (Gethin, 1998, p.136). They are also known as the ‘five aggregates of clinging/grasping’ as they are one of the eight forms of ‘suffering of suffering’ (dukkha-dukkha) which tie us to the view of ourselves as unchanging individuals and our subsequent experience of this world in this state. According to dependant arising, these aggregates are constantly changing and so can never comprise a permanent ‘self’ that persists throughout a lifetime and beyond. As Williams, Tribe and Wynne (2012)elucidate: “There appears to be a Self, but really there is not. Really there is just a flow of material forms, sensations, perceptions, formations…and the flow of consciousness.” (p64). Thus, everything is non-Self (anatman) or empty of Self (sunya) (Harvey, 2013, p. 116). The Prajnaparamita Heart Sutra, one of the later sutras from the Prajnaparamita encapsulates it as follows: “…form does not differ from voidness, and voidness does not differ from form. Form is voidness and voidness is form; the same is true for feeling, conception, volition and consciousness.” (2000, p 71). However, emptiness does not mean that something doesn’t exist in the sense of conventional truth. As Gethin points out, “The ultimate truth about the way things are is emptiness, but the conventional truth is still truth, not conventional falsehood.” (1998, p.239).
Whereas the classical Abhidharma teachings e.g. of the Sarvastivardins, recognised the non-Self or emptiness of persons, they held that dharmas had their own unique essence or nature (svabharva) which persisted through time. These underpinned the conceptual labels that applied to persons or things and thus were ‘primary existents’ rather than the ‘secondary existents’ with which they were associated (Harvey, 2013, pp.93-94). According to the Madhyamika, even these dharmas were not exempt as each was dependent on another dharma for its existence. Each dharma in the chain lacked its own nature and intrinsic existence or ability to exist independently of something else. In other words, they lacked self-existence and were empty. (Harvey p.116-117). They are like a dream or illusion, though this does not mean they are unreal: “What we experience does not exist in an absolute sense, but only in a relative way, as a passing interdependent phenomenon. The nature of dharmas lies in between absolute ‘non-existence’ and substantial ‘existence’…This is what Nagarjuna means by the ‘Middle Way’.” (pp.117-118).

The Diamond Sutra, a later addition to the Prajnaparamita, presents it as follows, with a warning:
“If you are caught up in the idea of dharma, you are also caught up in the idea of a self, a person, a living being, and a life span. If you are caught up in the idea that there is no dharma, you are still caught up in the idea of a self, a person, a living being, and a life span. That is why we should not get caught up in dharmas or in the idea that dharmas do not exist…you should know that all of the teachings (the Tathagatha) give(s) to you are a raft.” (Thich Nhat Hahn, (2010). pp.9-10)
This is a reference to the ‘Simile of the Raft’: a raft is useful to cross a river but one would not carry it over land on the rest of the journey as it is no longer required. Similarly, conventional truth and dharmas are useful on one’s path to enlightenment but are no longer needed once we are awakened or attain Nirvana. (Gethin, 1998, pp.71-72).

Perhaps not surprisingly, even the concept of Nirvana is not exempt from universal emptiness. In early Buddhist teaching, Nirvana is “something that can be known as an object of mind…the timeless, ̇unconditioned realm which the Arhat finally ‘enters’ at death, and which he also periodically fully experiences during life.” (Harvey, 2013, p.80). It is at the point where conditioned phenomena - and hence attachment, suffering and samsara - cease and it exists whether anyone attains it. It is described as “ ‘the peaceful…the sublime, that is, the stilling of all constructing activities, the relinquishing of all attachments, the destruction of craving, non-attachment, stopping, Nirvana.’ (M.i.436, cf. A.v.321–6)”.  (Harvey, 2013, p.81). It is ‘empty’ of attachment, hatred and delusion and ‘empty’ of self or anything relating to self. Nirvana is ̇ therefore known as ‘the empty’ (sunnata) or ‘emptiness’ (sunyata), but it is still considered an “unborn, unconditioned blissful reality” (p.80). This does tend to make Nirvana sound like a place rather than an event or experience, and the Buddha himself referred to it as a ‘domain’ (Gethin, 1998, p.76), but it’s ontological status remained unclear and was a point of divergence between different schools of Buddhism e.g. in the Sarvastivada Abhidharma, Nirvana was regarded as real, or some form of existence, whereas those who followed Theravada teachings maintained only “that it should not be said to be ‘non-existence’”(pp.77-8 ). To try and characterise it as either a place or state of eternal bliss or the annihilation of the five aggregates and samsara i.e. something that amounts either to existence or non-existence “is to fall foul of the two basic wrong views between which Buddhist thought tries to steer a middle course; the annihilationist view and the eternalist view.” (p78). Though this has been appreciated throughout the history of Buddhism, it is articulated in different ways with varying emphasis; the Madhyamika described it in the language of emptiness. (p.78). 
As Nagarjuna wrote: 
“The words ‘There is,” means clinging to eternal substance,
‘There is not’ connotes the view of nihilism,
Thus in neither ‘is’ or ‘is not’
Is the dwelling place of those who know”
(Ricard and Trinh, 2001, p.76 quoting from MMK)

Emptiness is neither a ‘nothing’ or a ‘something’; “it is absolute truth about the way things are but not the Absolute.” (Gethin, 1998, p.240). Emptiness is not even a view as it means abandoning all views; it is itself empty – the so-called “emptiness of emptiness” (“Madhyamaka”, 2024). However, emptiness does not mean that something doesn’t exist in the sense of conventional truth. As Gethin points out, “The ultimate truth about the way things are is emptiness, but the conventional truth is still truth, not conventional falsehood.” As per the ‘Simile of the Raft’, it guides us on our journey but is not the destination. 

The Yogacara School
The philosophy of emptiness or Sunyata, and the teaching of the Middle Way held generally by the Mahayana school and developed by the Madhyamika has been explored above. The Yogacara school is a later development associated with the half-brothers Asanga and Vasubandu in the 4th century CE. They maintained the basic Mahayana framework but developed their teachings in several sutras; notably the Samdhinirmocana Sutra (‘Freeing the underlying meaning’) considered itself as a ‘third turning of the Dharma wheel’, the first being the Buddha’s early teaching and the second being emptiness as described in the Prajnaparamita. The Lankavatara Sutra also contains many Yogacara ideas (Harvey, 2013, pp.127-128). The Yogacara were concerned that the teachings of emptiness contained in the Prajnaparamita were too open to misinterpretation; it told us what things are not, particularly dharmas, but not enough about what things are and why they appear to us as they do (Gethin, 1998, p.245). As such, Yogacara philosophy was particularly interested in understanding the nature, structure and various functions of consciousness, the development of a new model of the mind and placing dharmas within in a different ontological framework. (Szanyi, 2024, #2; Gethin, 1998, p.245). 
The Yogacara school put a particular emphasis on meditation, Yogacara meaning the ‘Practice of Yoga’ referring to the Bodhistattva’s path of meditative development. Through meditation, they sought to withdraw from the world of senses, overcoming attachment “by seeing perceived phenomena as mental constructions.” (Harvey, 2013, p.129). Thus, their orientation was referred to as ‘mind only’ or ‘ideas only’, Vijnaptimatra - vijnapti meaning cognitive representation and matra meaning only, the school being referred to as Vijnanavada or ‘consciousness teaching’ (vijnana meaning consciousness). The addition of ‘only’ suggests the school accepts only one primary existent, and that is consciousness, or the realm of the mentalistic (Williams, Tribe and Wynne, 2012, pp.113-114). Two important Yogacara teachings comprise the Eight Consciousnesses and the Three Natures. 

The Eight Consciousnesses build on the traditional Buddhist teaching of six consciousnesses which consist of the consciousness or awareness that accompanies each of the five physical senses (sight, hearing, touch, taste, smell) and the mind consciousness, or the mind’s awareness of itself. According to Yogacara teaching, there are two further levels which enable us to create the world we experience: the klistamanas or ‘defiled mind’, and the alayavijnana or ‘store consciousness’. The ‘defiled mind’ is subject to four defilements or errors of thinking: “the view of individuality, the conceit ‘I am’, the clinging to self, and delusion” (Gethin, 1998, p.246) i.e. it is self-conscious or obsessed with ideas of the self. The ‘self’ it erroneously perceives to be its object, or as a thing-in-itself, is the ‘store consciousness’ which is “below the threshold of consciousness proper…(and) is the particular repository of all the seeds sown by the defilements of a being’s active consciousness; it is the result of a being’s past karma,” (p.246). In other words, it is the accumulation of all our past thoughts and actions, good or bad, which form the seed bed for future thoughts and actions by interacting with our active consciousness through the mechanism of dependent arising. In psychological terms, it could be seen as comprising our memory store and the subconscious workings or our mind; in Freudian terms it might even be considered as our unconscious, the shadowy depths of our mind of which we are unaware, but which influence our day to day lives. However we might wish to interpret it, in Buddhist terms this apparent self is not a true Self, only a collection of continually changing experiences subject to the causes and conditions of dependent arising and caught up in the cycle of samsara. As previously mentioned, this gives the appearance of continuity and identity to the ‘store consciousness’. which the ‘defiled mind’ takes as the Self, but the Self is empty as it lacks independent existence as an experiencing subject.

Following on from this is the teaching of the Three Natures - trisvabhava -which is proposed as the “antidote to nihilism” found in the Samdhinirmocana Sutra (Williams, Tribe and Wynne, 2012, p.115). It attempts to explains what the Buddha meant when he declared that all things (including dharmas) are empty of their own essential nature or essence, as it could be interpreted that “everything is a conceptual construct with nothing for it to be constructed out of” (p.112), potentially leading to accusations of nihilism. To avoid this, there should be at least one thing that is not a conceptual construct i.e. has its own intrinsic nature or essence (svabhava), a primary existent which acts as a substratum on which to construct concepts. For the Yogacara, this is mind or consciousness, but it is described as having three natures. 

The first two natures we have already effectively met as the ‘defiled mind’ and the ‘storehouse consciousness’. The former can be compared to the  ‘constructed nature’, or imagined nature (parikalpitasvabhava) which sees things as divided into subject and object- ourselves as the subject or ‘grasper’ and the things we experience as objects, or the  ‘grasped’ – or as Williams, Tribe and Wynne (2012) describes it, “the realm of subject-object duality, the world as seen by the unenlightened and also the realm of linguistic operation” (p.115) as this duality is expressed by and understood within the sphere of language. It is the common-sense world of experience but is erroneously perceived as being made up of physical and mental objects with intrinsic existence, whereas it is only illusory (Harvey, 2013, p.135). 

The constructed nature separates what is really a unity and therefore cannot be the primary existent or substratum. Harvey (2013) illustrates this by comparing the process to watching a computer-generated virtual reality world where the observer experiences himself as subject i.e. a separate Self or I, distinct from the illusory action onscreen but watching it, whereas the Yogacara view him the same as the on-screen picture (p.133).  The second nature is the ‘dependent nature’ (paratantrasvabhava) and consists of the succession of experiences and the contents of the ‘storehouse consciousness’ which are subject to dependent origination, polarised into subject and object by our erroneous thinking. These are only cognitive experiences or representations i.e. within the mind. The ‘perfected nature’ (parinispannasvabhava) is the awakened mind which is attained when “we understand the complete absence of duality of subject and object in the ‘dependent nature’ of experience,” (Gethin, 1998, p.247). It can also be described as ‘emptiness’ which Yogacara defines as meaning the absence of subject-object duality rather than empty of intrinsic existence. Emptiness is the ‘perfected nature’ but the primary existent, the substratum, is the ‘dependent nature’ with its storehouse consciousness, for a “substratum…must exist in order for there to be anything at all.” (Williams, Tribe and Wynne, 2012, p.116). The dependent nature thus serves as the basis for samsara and Nirvana when it is transformed through enlightenment into the ‘perfected nature’; thus Nirvana is “the very absence of the constructed nature in the dependent nature.” (p.116). Harvey (2013) compares this to a mirage where “the ‘constructed’ is like the water in a mirage, and the ‘other-dependent’ is like the mirage itself, the ‘absolutely accomplished’ [perfected nature] is like the complete lack of real water in the mirage.” (p.136).

 However, this does not mean that the ‘perfected nature’ is the ultimate reality in an ontological sense;  the emptiness that is this ‘perfected nature’, being devoid of subject-object duality, is the highest thing that can be known, and this knowledge comes through meditation, or “the contradiction at the heart of reality is seen through:…since a subject and object are not to be found, the process is empty (sunya), and yet this ‘emptiness’ itself is something that is definitely found.” (Gethin, 1998, p.247). This is seen as following the ‘Middle Way’, between over and under negation (Williams, Tribe and Wynne, 2012, p116), reality being “somehow existent non-existent, and yet existent at the same time” not “an absolute ‘something’ (neither mind or matter), but simply as the way things are: ‘thusness’(tathata).’ (Gethin, 1998, pp.247-248). Or as Harvey explains: “Thusness is the very nature of reality and the three ‘natures’ are just three different perspectives on it, of varying degrees of adequacy.” (Harvey, 2013, p.136) 

For the Yogacara, Nirvana is “transfiguration of samsara, not its abolition” (Harvey. 2013, p.137). It comes about by something called ‘the reversal (or turning around) of the basis’ where the constructed nature no longer imposes its view of the world on the dependent nature: the ‘karmic seeds’ in the storehouse consciousness no longer act as the basis for the erroneous subject-object duality of the defiled mind whose nature is thus purified of delusion to become the perfected nature and Nirvana attained (Harvey, 2013, p.137, Gethin, 1998, p.247).

Disparites between Madhyamika and Yogacara views of Sunyata or ‘emptiness’ and resulting controversies.
Now that the teachings of the Madhyamaka and Yogacara schools in reference to the concept of Sunyata or emptiness have been outlined, I will tease out some of the main differences between the two that have become apparent. First, as Gethin (1998) suggests, “The two schools “attempt(s) to articulate the ontology of Nirvana in different terms – the logic of emptiness (sunyata) and non-duality (advaya).” (p.78). Emptiness for the Madhyamaka means empty of intrinsic existence or essence – empty of Self – as all is subject to dependent arising. This is universal emptiness, or ‘emptiness all the way down’ and includes dharmas – all mental and physical phenomenon and associated teachings – and ultimately Nirvana, which is the “emptiness of emptiness”– i.e. it too lacks intrinsic existence and neither does it have a transcendental reality beyond that of the conventional or phenomenal world (‘Madhyamika’, 2024). For the Yogacara, emptiness refers to emptiness or absence of non-duality, or the fundamental error of our thinking, splitting reality into subject and object which leads to the delusion that there exists a Self. This delusion is empty, in the sense that subject and object do not exist – they are only imagined - and yet this ‘’emptiness is something that is definitely found.” i.e. it does exist, albeit as an absence (Gethin, 1998, p.247).

However, it does seem logical there should be one primary existent – the starting block or “ontological primitive(s) in terms of which the only real explanatory work can be done” (Arnold, n.d., 2.c) - on which the rest depend directly or indirectly, but if all things lack intrinsic existence, surely this is not present? This was the apparent weakness in the Madhyamaka teaching that left it teetering on the edge of nihilism even though it claimed that universal emptiness comprised the middle way between eternalism and annhililationism. The Yogacara sought to remedy this by proposing ‘mind’ as the primary existent, as we have seen in the teaching of the Three Natures. As Garfield and Westerhoff (2015) explain: “Yogacara is both ontologically and epistemologically foundationalist; Madhyamaka is antifoundationalist in both senses.” (p.3).
This is indicated by a less than complimentary verse in the Lankavatara Sutra (1932):
“It is better to cherish the notion of an ego-substance than to entertain the notion of emptiness derived from the view of being and non-being, for those who so believe fail to understand the fundamental fact that the external world is nothing but a manifestation of mind.” (p24).

Nagarjuna was well aware of the charges of nihilism and addressed them in the MMK when answering the putative accusation that if all is empty of existence, then the Four Noble Truths cannot exist either. His reply was that it is only because everything is empty, or subject to dependent origination, that the Four Noble Truths do exist: suffering arises as a result of the factors that bring it about, but because it is a dependent phenomenon, it is impermanent and will pass – thus the Four Noble Truths, which describe suffering, its origin, it’s cessation and the path to cessation, apply. If they had their own essence, they would be permanent and unable to be changed. Thus, this emptiness brings hope for salvation through the Buddhist and pursuing a moral life; without it we would be doomed and the pursuit of morality rendered pointless. Emptiness allows for change; intrinsic existence, as a stand-alone, independent entity, doesn’t. (Arnold, n.d., 2.c). Or as Williams, Tribe and Wynne (2012) ask, “Who could become enlightened if their state of unenlightenment were intrinsically existent, and thus not the result of causes and conditions?” (p.110).

The concept of the Two Truths – conventional or relative truth and ultimate truth – is also used to refuse charges of Madhyamaka nihilism. As stated earlier, conventional truth is still truth, as in the truth of how things appear to us and the existence they have in this sense, and hence Nagarjuna was not denying that things exist in an everyday manner. But the ultimate truth is the truth of emptiness, which is not ultimate truth in the sense of being the primary existent, but the truth of the absence or lack of inherent existence. (Williams, Tribe and Wynne, 2012, p.110).

Conversely, Yogacara teaching could be accused of eternalism, or as Gold (2015) puts it, “Madhyamikas call Yogacara eternalist because it affirms the unending, unchanging, ultimate reality of the mind.” (p.214). Harvey suggests that they also accused Yogacara as proposing ‘substantionalism’ i.e. “setting up mind as an ultimate entity when all was equally ‘empty’ of inherent existence/nature.” (Harvey, 2013, p.130). However, as we have seen, for Yogacara, the mind exists as the substratum or primary existent in the sense that the dependent mind is the basis for samsara, and for Nirvana when it is transformed by enlightenment into the perfected mind (Williams, Tribe and Wynne, p.116). Mind is not the ultimate reality in ontological terms – that is emptiness, or the absence of duality.

Madhyamika teaching operates in negation: it tells us what is not, in this case, emptiness is the absence of intrinsic existence. Yogacara concepts operate positively so that emptiness is what exists when the dependent mind is released from the erroneous concept of duality. Or to quote Harvey (2013), for the Yogacara, “Reality, understood according to the true Middle Way, is empty of duality but not empty of existence; it is that which is empty.” (p.136). 

Yogacara can also be considered as a form of idealism, as indicated by the epithet, ‘Mind only’ or vijnaptimatra, – it “maintains the ultimate reality of mind and the nonexistence of the external world.” whereas Madhyamaka philosophy accepts the existence of both though only in a conventional sense (Garfield, 1998, p.3). However, debate exists as to whether Yogacara’s idealism is epistemological or ontological – are our mental representations all we can know or are they all that exist i.e. is there anything external to our mental representations to give rise to our perceptions? (Gethin, 1998, p.248). The more traditional interpretation is of ontological idealism i.e. it “rejects anything beyond our minds and mental states. In other words, the idealist position they advocate also involves immaterialism, that is, the denial of the existence of a material world” (Szanyi, 2024, #3.1). How helpful it is to label Yogacara philosophy as this is also debatable i.e. does it add to our understanding of reality and the Buddhist soteriological project? As Harvey (2013) says, “The intention of the school, though, is not to propound a mere philosophical viewpoint, but to develop a perspective which will facilitate awakening.” (p.133). Whether or not anything exists outside of ourselves, we are only aware of and experience our thoughts - our representations produced by our consciousness. It is these that are the subject of study through meditation, and which will lead to awakening. Through the study of the mind and the theories of the Eight Consciousnesses and the Three Natures, Yogacara proposes that we can understand the ultimate nature of reality. Madhyamaka does not accept that it is possible to know what reality is, as all is empty of inherent nature, including any such theories of reality. (Garfield, 1998, p.3).
 
In view of this idealism, does Yogacara slip into solipsism implying that we are trapped in our own private mental worlds, unable to know whether there is a world outside of our ideas and perceptions? Vashubndu’s work, Vimsatika, denies this by explaining that we share common experiences through similarities in our past karma or ‘karmic seeds - there are “similar pieces of information arising in different streams of consciousness”, rather like having similar dreams (Gethin, 1998, p.248). These shared perceptions may be perceived differently, just as one person might view, say, a snake as an exotic pet and another an object of fear. Moreover, our mental representations can affect those of others, so we are able to interact, even though it is through mental phenomenon rather than physical (Harvey, 2013, p,134). However, ultimately Yogacara, in its denial of subject-object duality, not only deny the existence of an external world but also of the experiencing subject; “both are ultimately fictions, illusions – ‘ideas’ (vijnapti) fabricated by mind.” (Gethin, 1998, p.249). 

Compatibility between Madhyamaka and Yogacara views of Sunyata or ‘emptiness’.
It is clear that Madhyamaka and Yogacara had two very different philosophical approaches to emptiness, but what of the similarities between the two teachings? Did they consider themselves as rivals or were their outlooks compatible at some level? As Garfield and Westerhoff (2015) state: 
“Philosophically, Madhyamaka and Yogācāra are each attemtps to spell out the metaphysics of emptiness characteristic of the Mahayana. But they do so in very different vocabularies, and in very different ways… This by itself does not entail their inconsistency. They might turn out to be distinct perspectives that, together, yield a coherent whole.” (p.1). 
I have already mentioned that the Yogacara considered itself the ‘third turning of the dharma wheel’ i.e. further expanding Buddhists and Mahayana teachings. Westerhoff (2015) suggests three different viewpoints that Nagarjuna may have had of Yogacara: an adversarial view comprising the two schools in opposition; the gradualist view that Yogacara was an important step on the way to apprehending Madhyamaka truth but essentially below it in terms of philosophical sophistication, and the instrumentalist view that Yogacara meditative techniques were essential to achieving enlightenment. (p.165). Westerhoff favoured the latter two theories. 
Gethin is more pragmatic. He suggests that it is easy to be diverted from the overall aim of Buddhist teaching – the release from suffering - by complex philosophical arguments. Madhyamaka see suffering as caused by viewing the world as containing things-in-themselves, things having an intrinsic existence; Yogacara see suffering as caused by seeing the world as having experiencing subjects and concrete existing objects; both perspectives lead to craving and grasping in futility at things we either cannot reach or cannot keep. To escape this, we not only need a radical change in our intellectual approach but a transformation deep in our being and a “complete letting go” of greed and delusion. (Gethin, 1998, pp.249-250).

Conclusion
In effect, I have already written my conclusion – that Madhyamaka and Yogacara views on emptiness, or Sunyata, do seem very different from a philosophical perspective but ultimately are aiming at the same goal - release from suffering by enlightenment, attaining Nirvana either as the ‘emptiness of emptiness’ or as ‘non-duality’. They offer different pathways of understanding to those who might find resonance with one or other approach, or both in different measure. However, although philosophical acrobatics may help some people to understand the deep truths involved, for others, they only serve to confuse and the truth is realised more through the transformative practice of right living and meditation. In this sense, philosophy is only one aspect of the path to enlightenment. 
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